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ABSTRACT:

The purpose of this paper is to study the English attitudes
toward death in the Victorian’period, to explain why.- it was
necessary for the Victorians to develop these attitudes, and
to form tentative conclusions about the effect which they
had on the individual and the society.
These attitudes are apparent in contemporary documents-etiquette boohs, novels, and letters and diaries.
Each source contributes a different perspective on death.
Books of manners and etiquette prescribe the ritual of death
and mourning, describing what was the proper and accepted
practice. Being a standard, such books present the ideal
of behavior. Victorian novels also present an idealized
picture. Although non-factual, novels deal with the way
Victorian society saw death and mourning. Contemporary
letters and diaries indicate that novels and etiquette books
did present a realistic picture of society's attitudes, at
least in some instances.
All three sources point to the way in which Victorian society
coped with death and bereavement so that the high death rates
did not demoralize it. It established specific and rigid
expectations of external behavior and dress from the death
to the end of the mourning period. This freed individuals
from the guilt and anger components of grief"and enabled
them to integrate their loss. Instead of being morbidly/
obsessed with death, Victorian society developed a system 5.
which enabled its members to make the best possible adjust
ments to the obtaining mortality statistics.
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THE GRIM' REAPER:
ATTITUDES TOWARD DEATH IN VICTORIAN' ENGLAND
1837 - 1902

INTRODUCTION
Death has been a significant factor in every human
culture.

It has been a force impinging on all areas of life,

including economics, religion, and society*

Every culture

has had to come to terms with death just as every individual
must.

The way in which a particular culture views death and

the way in which it copes with the problems created reveal
that Society1s attitudes towards life as well as towards
death.

Host of the customs surrounding death attempt to con

tain its impact*

Thus some primitive tribes, affected by

high infant mortality, do not consider babies to be people.
They are not given names until after a certain age and the
lessor emotional investment in them lessens the impact of
their death*

Other cultures minimize the significance of

death by their belief that the dead are still present, al
though in a different form, and are watching and guiding the
actions and fortunes of those they loved.

These two instan

ces exemplify the two conflicting ways in which societies
need to accept death:

they need to push the dead away (in

order to resume the ongoing life of the group), but they also
need the dead alive in some way, so that those left alive
will not feel anxiety about their own future deaths.

A

formal mourning period of a defined length can accomplish
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these two ends*"**
Victorian England, like all other cultures, devel
oped a response to death that met the needs of its people*
An absence of formal mourning was certainly not the case in
Victorian England*

The period has sometimes been character

ised as morbid or obsessively concerned with death.

The

death rate was very high, of course, and it was highest for
the young*

Of every 1000 babies born in England and Wales

in l81pl, 1 3 2 would die before their first year and another
228 would be dead before fifteen*

(For the sake of compari

son, of 1000 live births in England and Wales in 1969* 18
children tinder one year died*)

This meant that more than

one in every three children died*
according to class and location:

The rate varied greatly
contemporary sources stated

that as late as 1 8 8 1 -8 3 , only l\S0 of every 1 0 0 0 offspring
b o m to the poor would live to complete their fifth year*
But 6 I4.O of 1000 middle-class children and 820 of the rich
reached that age*

A contemporary observer gave the deathrate

Modern psychologists believe that an absence of for
mal mourning may result in unlimited private mourning and
complete inability of the survivors to resume a normal life.
The following psychological studies were used in preparing
this paper: Edgar N* Jackson, Understanding Grief (New York,
1957); Sigmund Freud. “Mourning and MelancEoTIuT^The Comte Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (Standard ed.|
No*TY5rk7T35^r XIV,' 23-7“25BT~Ednir3on7erssf Principles of
Psychodynamics (New York, 1950); Elisabeth Khbler-Ross, On
Death and. Dying (London, 1970); Liston 0* Mills, Perspectives
on~Death~TNashville and New York, 1969); Robert Fulton (ed.T,
Death and Identity (New York, 1965); Jacques Charon, Death
and Wesiern Thought (New York, 1963); and Robert Blauner,
lrD¥ath and Social Structure,“ Psychiatry, XXIX (1966), 378-

of infants in London in 1889 as 38 percent in the East End
and II percent in the wealthy parishes.

According to a med

ical study, the mean annual death rate of English and Welsh
children under one year from I6 I4.8 - 7 2 was 2 0 3 per 1 0 0 0 for
males and 162 for females.

Of these deaths roughly 18 per

cent were due to infectious diseases, 1 percent to violence,
27 percent to developmental and wasting diseases, and 1 2 per
cent to premature birth.

The statistics of contemporary cen

suses and a recent study of children born to peers reveal
that 8 7 6 of each 1 0 0 0 children born to the nobility between
l8 5 0 and IS74 . lived to their fifteenth birthday, but only
6?U-

1 0 0 0 born to the general population in a comparable

period did so,

Male members of the nobility had about the

same mortality rate in adult ages as the general population
after 1814.1 , but the rate for women and children of the hobility was much lower.

The death rat© of commoners* infants was

about equal to that for peers 8 children 1 0 0 years before*
Throughout the nineteenth century the nobles* mortality rate
continued to decline, although the general infant mortality
rate remained about the same.

Therefore, of 1000 peers*

scions born from 1 8 7 5 -9 9 * 9 2 7 lived to be fifteen, while
o
7 3 0 of the general population did.

^Michael G. Mulhall, The Dictionary of Statistics
(Ipth ed.; London, 1899), p. 1?87
~
^The peers* advantage was lost, however, in World
War I when three times as many young officers were killed
as ordinary soldiers. Only 582 of the same noble group
reached the age of fifty, compared to 5 8 5
the others.

The death rate for adults was also high, though not
so high as the infant mortality.

Between 18^.8 and l8?2,

2 3 * 5 men died per 1000, including all ages* and for women

the rate x*as 21®1|. per 1000.

For comparison, 11*9 poi* 1000

was the cr^ide death rate for England in 1968, as given by
the United Nations.

The two statistics are not strictly

comparable since no adjustment has been made for change in
age d5.stribution or other factors which might influence the
death rate, but they will serve to indicate that deaths have
fallen about 50 percent since the Victorian period.

The ex

pectation of life for a member of the general population
born in 181|.6 was lpL.6 years.
yearse

Thirty years later it was lj.8.5

The peerage had been able to expect the same length

of life in 1752 and 1793* respectively.

A peer’s son born

in 1850 had a life expectancy of 5^*7 years, but for those
born in 1 8 7 5 * the figure had dropped to 53e8, because of
World War I.

Their sisters born in 1850 could expect to live

62*8 years, and 25 years later, 6? years.

Life expectancies

for the general population were 39.9 for men and ij.3.1 for
women born l8!j.0/lj

*1 and 50.9 for those born 1875/6.

The

death rate for noblewomen improved considerably between the
cohort born l825~ij-9, und that 6f l850-7^«
15 to !{£>, the mortality fell I4.6 percent.

For those from
It was during this

time that the female advantage over the male became very
marked, as can be seen from the figures above.^

^This drop in the death rate of women has been attri
buted to such medical improvements as the establishment of
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The decrease in death rates for both children and
adults where it occurred was due in large part to the de
crease in deaths from infectious diseases*

Of particular

significance to those under age nine was the decline in
deaths from smallpox because of vaccination,

A substantial

reduction in infant mortality was also brought about by a
change in the scarlet fever bacillus, which made the disease
less dangerous.

Deaths from diarrhea, a primary killer of

children, were reduced in the older ages, but not from ages
O-lj..

The chief reduction in deaths, however, cam© in the

numbers of those dying of tuberculosis.

The rising standard

of living and improved diet cut the death rate from respir
atory tuberculosis in half between 1851-60 and 1881-90©

Be

cause tuberculosis struck mainly women and children, it con
tributed greatly to their reduced mortality without having a
£
significant influence on that of an adult male©
maternity hospitals. In fact, however, Thomas McKeown and
R. (x. Record have shown that more maternal deaths occurred
in hospital deliveries than at home© According to certain
available statistics which cover all of Western Europe as
well as England, lj.,7 mothers died for every 1000 domicil
iary births, while 3 I4. died for every 1000 institutional ones.
McKeown and Record, "Reasons for the Decline of Mortality in
England and Wales during the Nineteenth Century," Population
Studies. XVI (1962), 9l|-~122. Statistics used to ilTus^rate.
bliis" Introduction were also tken from W. P. D. Logan, "Mor
tality in England and Wales from 181].8 to 1911-7,” Population
Studies, IV (1950), 132-178; United Nations, Demographic
Yearbook. 1970 (Hew York, 1971); Nathan Keyfitz and WilEelm
FITegeFTWorTd Population: An Analysis of Vital Data (Chi
cago and London, ~T968); TT H.,r~TIoiIxngsworth, The' Demography
of the Peerage (London, 196L|- ); and S. Phillips, "A Review
of Mortality St at istics ," Clinical Journal. XXXII (1908),
55-61, 73-80.
‘
” ”
^McKeown and Record, "Decline of Mortality," pp. 9^--

122.
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These death rates, combined with the typically large
Victorian family meant that each family, even those of peers,
suffered loss through death.

And the Victorian society as a

whole had a need to deal with death in a fashion which would
be psychologically economical, and would comfort and support
the survivors through their bereavement until they could re
sume their normal lives.

So the Victorians devised an elab

orate ritual and: etiquette as complicated as that of any
primitive tribe, to reduce the impact of death both upon
society and the individual.

This ritual covered dying, the

funeral, and the mourning period*

It was described and com

mented on in etiquette books, novels, and diaries, which are
the sources of the discussion of Victorian death which fol
lows this introduction*
The Victorian way of death was different from that
which came before, the eighteenth century, and that which
came after, the twentieth, even as those societies were dif
ferent from the Victorian.

The death rate of the eighteenth

century was somewhat higher than that of the nineteenth.
The general mortality rate for the third quarter of that
century was 25 P©r 1000 population*

Five out of twelve in

fants born between 177^. and 1781 were dead before they were
two, and seven out of ten before they were 26.

But the

death rat© was not a great deal higher, since the peak of
mortality was during the reign of Charles II, and it had
been declining since then.
were unable to cope with it.

It was not so high that they
The difference is to be

accounted for in the philosophy of the two periods rather
than In statistics.
The eighteenth century In death as in life was more
concerned with style and wit than with spirituality.

The

temper of the time was deistic; even those who still clung
to the forms of religion, doubted Its realities.
men of the eighteenth century died well.

Yet the

They tended to die

with a quip or heroic speech upon their lips rather than a
blessing, and they sought for the applause of this world
rather than the approbation of the next, but their courage
did not fail.

Madame d@ Pompadour restrained the priest as

he rose to leave her deathbed, saying, f,0n@ moment, M. le
Cure, and we will depart t o g e t h e r . N o t many: Englishmen
could make such remarks, but they strove for dignity and un
sentimental! ty.

Dr. John Jortin, Vicar of Kensington, said

to a servant who was offering him food, "No, I have had
enough of everything."'

Lord Chatham ordered a servant to

read Homer’s description

of the burial of Hector and the

mourning which followed.

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu repeated

over and over, "It has all been very interesting."

Even

Eugene Arum, sentenced to hang for murder, wrote a final
letter which said in part,
To die is natural and necessary. Perfectly sensible
of this, I: fear no more to die than I did to be born.
But the manner of it is something which should, in my
opinion, be decent and manly.
v

Addison1h adjuration in the Spectator was similar;

"The end

of a man'fe life Is often compared to the winding up of a
well-written play, where the principal Persons still act In

z.
Character, whatever the Pate they undergo,, *■* These quota
tions demonstrate much dignity and courage but no strong
religious conviction.

The emphasis lies on being true to

one*s self, rather than to God, and worthy of the living
rather than of heaven.

Not every person of the eighteenth

century died like this, but many did, thus differing from
those who died in the nineteenth century.

In fact, an eight

eenth century woman who survived into the Victorian period,
Lady Stanley of Alderley, condemned the Victorian way of
death.

Her niece had written concerning the death of

Catherine Stanley:

"All hope 5.s gone • * « the last ten

hours we have all been in her room. . . * The Soul seems
winged for flight--she is lying in the most heavenly state.
. . .11 Lady Stanley responded angrily:
I want to hear more of the dear child*s bodily state
and less of her mental or spiritual, because I con
sider the instances given of that as bordering on
fever and it is incomprehensible to us all that she
sh^ have been allowed to be so surrounded, and to
talk so much, and above all the extreme excitement
of constant Cathedral musick-~keeping her hearing
and feeling on the constant strain^ I really think
you have all lost your wits. . . .■
This altercation beautifully points up the differences in
the attitudes of the two centuries.
The feelings of the eighteenth century were different

These quotations are taken from Virginia Moore, Ho
for HeavenI Man*s Changing Attitude Toward Dying (New Yor£7"
I 9P

7Tpp~.

162-201.

^Nancy Mitford (ed.), The Ladies of Alderley (London
3-938), PP. 20-21, as quoted by David Spring, "Aristocracy,
Social Structure, and Religion in the Early Victorian Period
Victorian Studies, VI (1983), 263.
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from those of the nineteenth not only toward the deathbed
scenes, but also toward the funeral and mourning period.

The

funerals of the eighteenth century were similar to those of
the nineteenth, with elaborate trappings, hired mourners, and
well-plumed hearse.

Similar, too, were the restrictions of

the mourning period, but the eighteenth was likely to sati**
rize rather than idealize these trappings of death.

Henry

Fielding mocked the mourning of the widowed Mrs. Bridget
Blifil in The History of Tom Jones:
[she] conducted herself through the whole season . . .
with the strictest regard for all the rules of custom
and decency, suiting the alterations of her countenance
to the several alterations of her habit; for, as this
changed from weeds to black, from black to grey, from
grey to white, so did her countenance change from dis
mal to sorrowful, from sorrowful to sad, from sad to
serious, till the day came when she was allowed to re
turn to her former serenity.^
Mrs. Blifil undoubtedly deserved this satire, but not even a
Victorian like Charles Dickens, who described the coffin of
Mrs. Joe G-argery with its six bearers, as a "blind insect
with twelve human legs, shuffling and blundering along,"
would cast doubt on th© sincerity of the absurd mourners. 9
To the eighteenth century th© emotion of grief seemed out of
keeping with the age of reason; to the nineteenth the actions,
of the mourners and the funeral might seem ridiculous, but
the emotions were never so.
The twentieth century has gone on© step beyond both
Q
Henry Fielding, The Hi story of Tom Jones (New York,

1963), p. 98.
^See below, p. 40•

the eighteenth and nineteenth.

A modern Englishman thinks

both the emotions and conventions are, if not absurd, at
least silly and embarrassing.

He has no rules of etiquette

which tell him how to behave in any of the situations with
which the Victorian was familiar--'when someone else is dying,
when he is bereaved, when in the presence of someone else be
reaved, or when dying himself.

In Geoffrey Gorer’b study,

Death, grief and Mourning:. he found that almost everyone was
embarrassed to meet those recently bereaved, and tried to
avoid them.

nX don’t know what to say, to mention it: or- not,

was a typical comment.

The bereaved felt that they1had been

abandoned both byrthe dying, and by their friends.

They

expressed anger and guilt toward th© dead and became con
fused and bewildered because there were no- clear guidelines
as to how they should feel or a c t . ^
To many people the discussion of death seems morbid,
and the wisest behavior is to avoid either thinking or talk
ing of It.

This is a recent convention and a matter of taste

The twentieth century is th© first which could take this at
titude; all other periods of Western history have had to be
much concerned with death because of its frequency.

We can

not afford, however, to let our othnocentered opinions on
such a subject obscure scholarly analysis.

We do not always

comprehend or sympathize with Victorian attitudes to death.
For example, the jest in The Pickwick Papers of Dickens’s

10Geoffrey Gorer, Death. Grief and Mourning [in Modern
England] (New York, 1963).
~~

character, Sam Weller, about the man who made himself into
!

sausages, may seem a shocking lapse into sick h u m o r O r ,
the instance which Lady Stephenson gave to illustrate the
tfdelightful" humor of her aunt,. Lady Frederick Cavendish:
"I recall the astonishment of the clerk in the shippingoffice when appealed to for an assurance that her return
ticket to South Africa would fdo for my coffin.1

These

jokes may; not seem funny today,,but we must recognize that
our opinions are. greatly influenced by our Inhibitions, about
death.

At worst such opinions prevent study, and at best they

have no actual relevance to an analysis of the part which
death played in the Victorian culture.

^ L a d y Longford remarks that In the nineteenth
century "Interest in death-bed scenes was quite normal. . . .
Today we are interested in sex and the marriage bed has
supplanted the death bed in our literature." Elizabeth
Longford,, Queen Victoria.: Born; to Succeed (New York, 1965),
p. 310. In this connection It Is Interesting that the
murderer Sweeney Todd, who made his victims into meat pies,
"lias required expurgation for modern readers." Kathleen
Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-Forties (Oxford, 1954)>
P.. 67.
12

Lady Stephenson, "Lady Frederick. Cavendish: A
Note by her Niece," Diary of Lady Frederick Cavendish,
ed, John Bailey (2 vols.; New York, 192?), I, xxxiv.

CHAPTER X
THE CEREMONY OF DEATH

In th© Victorian period, the etiquette which sur
rounded a death was extensive and complicated.
three main phases:
mourning period.

There were

the death-bed, the funeral, and th©
Etiquette books of the time carefully pi'e-

scribed what should b© done in each phase, with th© aim of
making the death a meaningful experience for everyone.

When

it was suspected that an illness was terminal, the family
gathered to pay their respects. The spiritual aspect of
i
death was particularly emphasized at this, time, rather than
th© physical, dissolution which had been more important in
th© seventeenth century.

Th© dying relation either knew or

was told that he was dying, and he turned his thoughts toward
heaven.

Children were brought to th© bedside to receive last

messages.
One of the assembled relatives sometimes played hymfas.
softly on an organ or piano.

For aristocrats who wer© dying

in th© city, the area about the house might be blocked off to
carriages and horses.

Relatives, friends, and spiritual ad

visers suspended all normal activities and concentrated their
full attention on the dying person.

Part of their purpose

was to hear and cherish his last words,both as proof of his
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affection for them and of his salvation.

The lack of final

words (because of a sudden death or loss of consciousness,
for example) left the ceremony incomplete and survivors un
satisfied.

They hovered at the bedside of an unconscious

relative for hours, hoping for a return of consciousness.
If this was impossible, the last words that had been spoken,
even though some time before death, could be used symbol
ically*

Words of farewell before an earthly journey were

most suited to such reinterpretation as a spiritual leavetaking.

Sometimes, those involved in dangerous events, such

as young men touring Europe, or women about to be delivered
of a child, tried to provide for their possible death by
leaving letters of counsel and comfort, >which were to be
opened if they died.

Such letters, or the last x^ords, with

descriptions of the last moments, were very important since
they would form th© cor© of private memorial services kept
by relatives on the anniversary of the death for many years
afterward, and sometimes for their entire lives.^
If a Victorian died at home, as ifrost frequently hap
pened, a "passing bell" was rung to announce his departure

1The facts about manners used in this chapter have
been compiled from the following etiquette books which are
representative of the large number published during the
Victorian period. A complete list of etiquette books re
ferred to for this paper is found in the bibliography.
John Henry Skelton, My Book; or. The Anatomy of Conduct
Okmdon, 1837)I The Handbook of Etiquette {London and New
York, i860); Thomas' Low Nichols t Now~lJo~”Behave: A Manual of
Manners and Morals (London, 18?3)5 Manners and Tone of^Good
sTocie ty~~by
Member of the Aristocracy (London, "81879]T; and
Modern Etiquette in Public and Private (London and New York,
-------— --- -~
'Umttt:
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to the parish.

The knowledgeable could guess from the num

ber and type of peals who had died.
a woman, a triple a man.

A double knell signified

Th© smaller bells rang for dying

women and children, and the largest bell for aged men.

The

death of the incumbent, the bishop, or a member of the royal
family was marked by the especially beautiful tenor bell,
and deceased persons of local or national importance were
honored by complicated change-ringing on all the bells, Mufp
fled for the occasion.
The passing bell was the culmination of the ceremony
of dying.

It represented the height of the dying one’s co

operation with his bereaved family in order to make the
death a meaningful occasion.

A Victorian deathbed had the

dramatic quality of a theatrical performance, but to the
participants it was the drama of higher reality, not of un
reality.

Ideally all non-spiritual concerns were put aside.

The everyday personalities used in the petty details of liv
ing were put off and the inner personality was unashamedly
caught up in the grandeur of death.

The dying one tried to

be courageous and hopeful, knowing that the scene would be
remembered and repeated by those he was leaving behind.

The

mourners wept at the loss, but were comforted by the prayers
and devotions read in the sickroom, and their strong faith
often enabled them to rejoice at the deliverance of their

^Thomas L. Papillon, "Bell,’1 The Encyclopaedia
Brlttanlca, Ill (llth ed.; 1911-12),687-692.
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friend or relative from further bodily pain or from the
temptations of life.

Bishop King, Lord Bishop of London,

for example, comforted a colleague on the death of his child
by writing, tfOne great consolation we may have in the death
of the young, that they are taken away from the evil and
trials of this life to the brighter and far happier life
above.
By law, at least forty-eight hours had to elapse
between death and burial, but usually more than two days was
needed for completion of the necessary arrangements®

After

the death had occurred, the blinds were immediately drawn
and remained down until the day after the funeral®

Crape^*

was tied to the door knocker--white for children and un
married persons, black for married persons,- widows or widow
ers, and white and black for women dead in childbirth®

The

undertaker was called, and the family chose a coffin and
furnishings and planned th© funeral.

It was usually the

undertaker who sent out invitations and tickets of admission
to the funeral.

The invitation was on black-bordered paper

and read:
The favour of your company is requested on ________
next, the ____
of
, to attend the funeral
of the late ___________
. The mourners will
assemble at
late residence,
“'at' :,~'
r ' o 1clock, to proceed to
.

^Edward, Bishop King, Spiritual Letters of Edward
King, ed. B. W. Randolph (London,' 1916), p . X5T*
^Dhis spelling is the Anglicized version used during
th© Victorian period.

It was permissible to add, TfAn early answer to
undertaker, will oblige

________

t

.» since he would

need to determine the number of mourning coaches required*
The answers also should be written on black-edged paper but
wxth much narrower e d g e s , T w o of the undertaker^ men,
called "mutes,11 stood on each side of the door, bearing
draped wands, and if th© deceased had had a coat of arms,
his escutcheon was displayed over the door.

In some cases

an announcement was inserted in the newspapers and if the
deceased was a member of the royal family, all the arrange
ments were announced in the Gazette,

At state funerals, at

least, no one was admitted without the ticket of admission
obtainable in Downing Street,

Th© Times condemned the ex

clusiveness of Lord Charles Canning1s funeral at Westminster
Abbey which prevented a gray-haired soldier from seeing his
old commander one last time because he had no ticket,^
When necessary, the bodies of aristocrats were
moved from place of death to the family estate for the fu
neral in a lengthy and expensive train joixrney.

Once in the

shire dominated by the deceased*s family, the procession
passed through streets lined with tenants and shopkeepers
eager to. pay their last respects.

The body of the deceased

was then either displayed at home or In .the chapel surounded
with flowers which had been sent,

^"Death in th© Household,ft Cassell fs Household Guide
( 3 vols.; London, 1 8 7 9 ), III, 315A
The Times (London), 20 June 1862,

The mourners assembled at the house on the day of the
funeral wearing capes and hatbands of the proper color sup
plied by the undertaker.

The family gave them matching kid

gloves, either black or white or both, like the crape on the
door depending on th© marital status of the deceased.
"fittings"

were also given to the minister.*^

These

In addition,

close relatives wore large scarves of crape, a hard stiff
silk black fabric, and unrelated mourners wore soft black
silk ones.^
In the eighteenth century it had also been the cus
tom to present the chief mourners with delicate gold mourning
rings engraved with a melancholy motto.

By the Regency peri

od the rings had become massive gold hoops enamelled With
the name of the deceased, but such mourning rings had become
obsolete by the 184o!s.^ Instead, the VictorIan custom was to
present memorial cards to mourners at the funeral and to
send them to other friends and relatives.

These cards gave

the name, age, date of death, where Interred, date of inter
ment, and an appropriate vers© of Scripture.

Sometimes they

also Included the number of the grave for those who wanted
to visit it.10

7"Death in the Household,11 p. 292,
^See Appendix A, Funeral Costs.
9j. F. Hayward, "Jewellery [of the Regency Period],"
The Connoisseurs Complete Period guide, ed. Ralph Edwards
and L. G .' G ‘
7 Ramsey XNew York, 1 9 6 8 ) p., 1236.
■^"Death in the Household," p* 345.

Iff the family.' was wealthy and spared no expense, they;
sent a mourning coach for each guest to convey them to the
house of the deceased.

Otherwise the coaches all waited out

side the house to begin the procession to the church.

Theyr

were drawn by black horses wearing tall black plumes on their
heads.

The coffin was placed in the first coach, and by

standers were expected to remove their hats as it passed.

In

the 1840fs, the coffin was covered with black cloth tacked on
with brass nails;

later a polished casket was used.

Both

were decorated with silver handles and plates.1-1* The pro
cession was arranged first by nearness of relation to the
deceased and then by rank.
The service in' the church was alternately chanted by
the choir and read by the minister.
words of hope and comforts

It consisted of Biblical

"I am the Resurrection and the

Life;" "I know that my Redeemer liveth."

A favorite choice

was the 39th Psalm:
6 Behold, thou hast made my days as It were a
span long s and mine age is even as nothin in
respect of thee.
t
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15 0 spare me a little, that I may recover my
strength : before I go hence, and be no more seen.
The minister read a lesson and the choir sang a chorale.
Then th© congregation of mourners resumed the same order as
in the previous procession and the hearse led the way. 12
The priest spoke the brief and somber graveside ser-

~*~1Xbld.. p. 346.
12

See Appendix B, The Order for the Burial of the Dead.

vice,

It began with the familiar words, "We brought nothing

into this world and it is certain that we take nothing away.”'
It ended with earth being thrown on the coffin.^3

Sometimes

one of the female mourners threw flowers into the grave.
Women were not required to go to the cemetery, for fear they
might be overcome by grief, but working class women frequent
ly did and some aristocratic women did so as well.
After the ceremony, the mourners returned to a
luncheon at' the deceased*h home.

This luncheon marked the

beginning of the period of mourning for the bereaved family.
Complete mourning apparel had already been obtained
for both the family and the household servants, but it was
not required until the day of the funeral.

Most undertakers

were drapers, too, able to supply the clothes, and there
were several "mourning warehouses1,1 in London which catered
exclusively to this need.
cated in Regent Street.

Four such warehouses were lo
Like other shops of the time, they

provided spacious showrooms where the customer might relax
on a sofa while garments were brought for approval.

Every

mourning garment, from: caps to mantles, and lengths of silk,
could be purchased.here/

(Special mourning underwear was not

necessary; black ribbons were simply threaded through white
underwear.)

The staff at such a warehouse could instruct

confused mourners in the apparel proper for their grief.

*1A

•^Church of England, Annotated Book of Common Prayer
(London, 1866), pp. 369-370.
14
Alison Adburgham, Shops and Shopping: 1800-1914(London, 1964), pp. 64-65. --- ------

Men had no need for an entirely new suit of clothes
to express their grief since their everyday clothing was
becoming increasingly somber.

To that they added a band of

crape around the tophat, varying In width from, seven Inches,
worn by a husband for his wife, to two and a half, and a
crape armband on the left arm.

But mourning to a woman

meant a complete and drastic change in her garments.

She be

gan with deepest black but was gradually able to vary her
costume through shades and degrees of mourning complicated
enough to confuse anyone but a professional.
The first type of mourning garment, worn by widows
during deep or full mourning, was a plain black dress of
lustreless paramatta (bombazine of wool and cotton or silk)
entirely covered with crape and a close-fitting widow*& cap.
Queen Victoria modified this cap, "a la Marie Stuart," so
that It formed what we call a widow*s peak over the forehead
Long crape falls hung down the back.

When going outdoors,

a widow put over this cap a crape-trimmed bonnet with a
crape veil, and used a parasol almost entirely covered with
crape and without lace or fringe,
Toward the end of the period of full mourning, the
widow "Slighted her mourning1’ by reducing the amount of
crape and using it chiefly in drapes and pleats.

She could

now wear very deep furs such as seal or astrachan, add a
mourning fringe to her parasol, and wear ornaments of matt

1 5d. C. Co1eraan, Courtaulds:

History'.
--(2 vols.; Oxford, 1969T,

An Economic and Social
27-307"

or shiny, jet.

After two years, half mourning permitted her

to wear fashionably styled black clothes, and towards the
end of the year of half mourning, people sometimes wore
quarter mourning of white, gray, violet, solid or striped.1^
Gradually;widows were permitted to wear appropriate jewelry:
lockets containing curls of their dead husband1b hair;
uniquely Victorian hairwork bracelets, composed entirely of
his hair braided, plaited, or wrought into his Initials; or
memorial brooches decorated with urns, willow trees, and
weeping female figures

Black-edged handkerchiefs and

black-edged writing -paper and envelopes sealed with black
wax were proper accessories„
A widow did not go into society at all for a year,
except to attend church, although she might attend private
family

.parties after about six months.

HO lady should

dance during the two years of deep mourning.

A widower

mourned his wife for a similar length of time but was expect
ed to attend social' events in less than a year.1^
These rules of etiquette were the standard, but there
were always exceptions in both directions.

Some widows,

especially older women, wore full mourning for the rest of
their lives and never again went into society, but others

^Elizabeth P. E. Taylor, "The Victorian Way of Death,
Country Life. CXLVII (1970), 1016-1019.
F. Hayward, "Jewellery [of the Early Victorian
Period]," The Connoisseur^ Complete Period Guide, p, 1483.
^ Manners and. Tone of Good Society, by a Member of
the Aris tocracy (London. pB79jT7Ip p * 165-171.

remarried before the two years of deep mourning was up.

In

such circumstances, the bride wore a white dress with a black
lace veil or a grey costume with white hat, without flowers
or jewelry, and resumed full mourning the next day.3-9

Some

widowers also mourned the death of their wives for their en
tire lifetime.

But If one remarried before two years had

passed, his second wife was expected to wear black or halfmourning for the rest of her husbandfh mourning.
!The length of time during which mourning was worn,
and Social behavior restricted, varied according too the re
lationship of the deceased.

Three years of mourning was the

longest period,required for a deceased husband, two years in
complete widow*fe weeds and one year in lesser mourning.

A

young child mourned for his parent sixteen months, and an
older child or a parent for his child, twelve to fifteen
months.

The mourning for grandparents was nine months; for

abbrother or sister, six to twelve months, depending on
closeness in age and Intimacy.

A niece wore mourning for her

aunt or uncle for three to six months, but without crape.
For a relation as distant as a brother-in-law’s sister, only
one month of mourning was required.

Mothers wore black with

out crape as complimentary mourning for the mother- or fatherIn-law of their married children.

The length of time was

even established during which a second wife should grieve for
the death of the first wife’s parents.

In each case except

•^Taylor, "The Victorian Way of Death,$ pp.1016, 1019.

that of widows, about half the total mourning time was to be
full mourning with or without crape, and half in half mourn
ing, which could be lightened, if one chose, to quarter
mourning toward the end.

Finally, when the complete mourning

period had been observed, the women of the family could re
sume wearing fashionably styled and colored dresses and once
again go to the balls and parties they had given up.
The mourning period was the end of a process, or a
rite of passage, which began with the death and funeral of
a close relative.

In this process, a person who had been a*

wife, a husband, a child, stood at the bedside offering his
strength of affection and faith to the one who was dying.

In

return the dying one gave courage and blessing to his bereaved
family; he died with memorable words of prayer and belief upon
his lips.

The funeral was designed to offer the mourners all

the comfort of their religion.

They could find consolation

for their grief by reminding themselves of the joy which the
deceased had now attained.

Next came the mourning period when

external symbols of clothing and accessories were used to ex
press the grief of the mourners.

As these external symbols

lightened, so presumably did the sharpness of their grief,
although the memory of the deceased was still cherished.

This

is the picture of death and mourning which is drawn by Victor
ian etiquette books and religious manuals.

It is, of course,

an ideal picture; the question of how this ideal picture re
lated to reality must be answensd.from other sources, such as
contemporary novels, and diaries.

CHAPTER M I
DEATH IN FICTION

The previous chapter demonstrated that Victorian
etiquette books laid down rules of ideal behavior In the
presence of death.

Their authors believed that this rite of

passagewas important enough to occupy a section as large as
that on marriage, for example.
also emphasized death and dying,

Authors of Victorian fiction
in fact the Victorian nov

elists practically invented the deathbed scene.

Before, such

a convention had not existed, and since, it has faded and
changed considerably.

In Jane Austen1h novels written in the

early iBOO's, for example, there are only two deaths.

Both

take place in Dense and Sensibility, occurring In the first
few pages.

Here the emphasis is on questions of inheritance

and entails, rather than religion or emotions.***

The twenti

eth century, too, has lost interest In the fulsome Victorian
death scene.

In C. P. Snow's The Masters, the entire plot

revolves around the dying of the Master of the College and
Its effect upon family, friends, and colleagues.
death scene:

There is no

"As we were going into hall on December 4th, the

Ijane Austen, Sense and Sensibility (London, 1970),
PP. 1-3.
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news was brought that the Master had just' died . " 2

No Vic

torian writer would have ignored the opportunity for a
death scene.

The reaction of the dons of the college to this

news was "the healthy selfishness which one needs for selfprotection in the face of death."^

Such a phrase as "healthy

selfishness”’would have been completely alien— even shocking
— to a Victorian's understanding of the proper attitude in
the face of death. ; The etiquette books clearly decreed an
attitude of compassion, meditation, and selflessness, and
inany people expected to see this attitude portrayed at length
in the novels they read.

The surest indications of the Vic

torian novelist's familiarity with death and his ease in
using It as an artistic device are the numerous minor char
acters who die in the course of a novel.

Even more than the

dramatic and lengthy death of a main character, the minor
cousins and friends and distant connections who are always
dying, sometimes in England, more often In the farflung colo
nies, set the Victorian novel apart from both its predecessors
and its successors.
The analysis of fiction must inevitably raise the
question:

Can fiction be used as a historical source?

All

documents produced during a period are sources of that age,
whether they are true or false.

For example, the Donation of

Constantine, although a forgery, is an important source of
ecclesiastical history.

Similarly, all literature, however

2 C , P. Show, The‘Masters (New York, 1951), p. 225.

fantastical, Is evidence of what was being written and read.
But beyond this, how much can literature, specifically
fiction, which is by definition "untrue,” be used as evidence
of the lives of the people, of their behavior and attitudes?
Victorian novels tend to encompass autobiographical
details, and some authors, such as George Eliot, can be used
by social historians almost without caution.

Others seem

more distant from reality, but where historical parallels
exist, they are sometimes found to be factual.

In this case,

a question on Victorian attitudes to death, largely philo
sophical and intellectual, fiction Is most useful and en
lightening.

Even if the scenes were not factual, they would

reflect something of the author's philosophy.

If, in addition,

there are correspondences between reality and the novel,
these correspondences will justify the use of novels in this
study of Victorian attitudes to death.
There are many child deaths in Victorian novels that
are handled in an extremely pathetic manner.

The most famous

of these are deathbed scenes of Charles Dickens" Little Nell
and

Paul Dornbey.

Little Nell in The Old Curiosity Shop

died surrounded by her friends.

"She never murmured orjcom

plained . . . she every day became more earnest and more
grateful to them—

and

fadedllike the light upon a summer's

evening.”4- Her friends gathered, "knowing that the end was
drawing on."

At first they read and talked to her, but

^Charles Dickens, The Old. Curiosity Shop (New York,
1943), P. 544.

later she fell asleep and dreamed, often crying, ffG-od bless
you! 11 In hersleep.
kiss her once more.

At last she awoke,
Then she turned

and begged them to
to her grandfather

with a lovely smile upon her face--such, they said,
as they had never seen, and never could forget— and
clung with both her.-arms about his neck. They did
not know that she was dead, at first.5
A little child who had been Nellis friend begged to be al
lowed to see her.

He se-ld, they

need not
fear his being alarmed, for he had sat
alone by his young brother all day long, when
he was dead, and had felt glad to be so near him .*5
He was allowed to go in and "was in his childish way a les
son to them all.

Her grandfather was overcome by sorrow*

He was kept away from the funeral, although h© heard the
church bell as it "rang its remorseless toll for her, so
young, so beautiful, so good."^

Finally he too died of

grief and was found lying upon her grave.
They laid him by the side of her whom he had loved
so well| and, in the church where they had often
prayed, and mused, and lingered hand in hand, the
child and the old man slept together.*5
Paul Dornbey 1h death In Pom bey and Son is also de
scribed at great length, but is portrayed from his point of
view rather than those with him.

In his sick delirium he

was obsessed with the fast and flowing river, and believed it
was carrying him away. He knew his father was greatly disturbed
by his illness, and asked his attendants every morning to tei'l

5Ibld.

6rbid.f p. 54-5.

Tlhld.. p. 5 ^-6 .

8Ibld.. p. 551.
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papa that ”1 am a great deal better, thank youl’’^

Whenever

Paul saw his father he called,out, ’'Don’t be so sorry for me,
dear papal

Indeed I am quite happy ! 1,10

He aked for his old

nurse, and for his friend Waller; he said good-bye to every
one, and asked his father to remember that he was fond, of
Waller,

Again the: vision came of a golden river, which he

was sailing on, and his dead mother was awaiting him on the
shore.

He clasped his sister in his arms and folded his

hands in prayer.

Then

the old, old fashion! The fashion that comes in
with our first garments, and will last unchanged
until our race has run its course, and the wide
firmament is rolled up like a scroll. The old,
old fashion--Death!
Dickens then commented,
Oh thank Ood, all who see it, for that .older
fashion yet, of Immortality IAnd
look upon u s ,
angels of young children,withregards
not quite
estranged, when the swift river bears us to the
ocean!
The Old Curiosity Shop was published serially, and
each installment was eagerly awaited by readers in England
and America,

When the part containing Little Hell1b death

was brought by ship to Boston, four thousand Americans crowd
ed the wharf asking, ’’Is she dead? ”1 2

Lord Jeffrey wrote

^Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son (New York, 1950),
P. 213,
1 0 Ibld.. p.

2 1 5 .-

1 1 lbld.. p.

218.

•^Slay L. Becker, Foreward to Dickens, The Old
Curiosity Shop, pp, v-v.1.
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to Dickens that he had "cried and sobbed" over the death of
i

Paul Dombey, and found nothing like it "since that divine
Kelly;

ana. Thackeray himself was deeply moved.

The Sun

of April 13, 1848, stated, "We envy not the man who can read
for the first time the account of the death of little Paul
Dombey with a heart unmoved and an eye tearless."
were critical of such scenes.

But others

Henry Hallam described himself

as "so hardened as to be unable to look on [the death of
Paul] with any light but pure ’business.1

Fltzjaraes

Stephen said that Dickens "gloats . . . touches, tastes,
smells and handles as if [the death of Little Nell] were some
savory

dainty.

5,15

John Ruskin in 1880 accused him of killing

Little Nell as aabutcher kills a lamb, for the market.*^

This

comment suggests that there was a considerable Victorian mar
ket for such scenes.
Dickens also wrotelless extravagant and more humorous,
but no less touching, scenes, as in the opening of Great
Expectations.

The orphaned and lonely Pip was accustomed to

play in the marshy graveyard, about the tombstones of his
father and mother.

He connected the shape of the letters in

-^Lord Cockbum, Life of Lord Jeffrey (2 vols.;
Philadelphia, 1852), II, 321.
Brookfield and F. Brookfield, Mrs. Brookfield
and Her Circle (2 vols.; New York, 1905), I, 255.
^Fitziames Stephen, "The Relation of Novels to Life,"
Cambridge Essays ( 3 vols.; London, 1855), I, 175, as quoted
in Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-Forties, p. 49.
^ J o h n Ruskin, "Fiction Fair and Foul," John Ruskin’s
Works (27 vols.; Boston, n.d.), XVI, 16ln.
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the inscriptions withtthe person described, and concluded
that his father had been short and stout with curly hair, and
that his mother, "Also Georgians," was freckled and sickly.
Beside the couple lay the smaller stones of Pip's five
brothers; Pip believed they had been bo m , had lived, and had
died with their hands in their trousers pockets because of
the rectangular shape of the small stones.

Dickens offered

no explanatory remarks; the scene is written as young Pip
would have told it.

It is therefore unconsciously humorous,

but it is: also moving In a restrained way.

When the convict

discovered Pip and threateningly asked where his mother was,
Pip answered, "Here, sir."

Bike the child in William

Wordsworth’s bathetic poem, "We are Seven," Pip was left to
deal with death in his own way.

He had probably been given

a conventional explanation using the concepts of God and
heaven to explain, what had happened to his family, but his
childish psychology had metamorphosed it into a more fantas
tic but more comprehensible understanding.
The death of Helen Burns in Charlotte Bronte *s Jane

„

Eyre conforms to the stereotyped image of the Victorian
deathbed scene which used religion and sentiment for maximum
effect on the reader.

The pertinent part of the book is set

in Lowood School, a charity institution where orphaned and
otherwise unwanted girls were educated.

Jane, the heroine,

was sent to Lowood by her cruel aunt, and there befriended
Helen, who had been sent by her new stepmother who hated her.
Jane learned to admire Helen, who was a strange girl; she had

developed her own theistic creed, and willingly endured the
privation of the school and punishments unjustly visited upon
her.

Both their relatives may have subconsciously desired

the girls 1 deaths.
Lowood was situated in a swampy and unhealthy area*
food and clothing were meager; and discipline was harsh.

An

epidemic of typhus broke out which affected over half the
girls.

Helen, already weakened by a tubercular chest, fell

victim to the disease and was segregated in the headmistress's
room.

Jane did not sicken, and even thrived under the relaxed

discipline and increased food, until one day she learned from
the nurse that Helen would "hot be here long."'*^

She experi

enced horror*, grief., and then a strong desire to see her
friend.

Late that night she crept to the room, dreading that

she would see only a corpse,

but Helen was alive

and awake.

When Jane saw her calm look,

the fear of Helen's

deathwas

dissipated, but Helen told her that she was Just in time to
say good-bye.

"Are you going somewhere, Helen? Are you going

home?"

"Yes; to my long home— my last home."

Jane wept

then.

Helen was seized with a fit of coughing.

Then Jane

lay down in the bed, and she and Helen lay In each other*&
arms.

Helen tried to comfort her by saying she was very hap

py and did not wish for grieving

at her death.

We all must die one day,
and the Illness which Is
removing me is not painful; . * . my mind Is at rest.

^Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (New York, 1971),

p. 69*
1 8 Ibid.. p. 70.

I leave no one to regret me much. . . .' Byr dying;
young, I shall escape great sufferings.1^
Jane asked questions about where she was going
would meet again.

and ifthey

Helen explained her beliefs aboutGod and

Heaven, and then at H a s t they lay together, tired and quiet.
"How comfortable X ami" said Helen.
sleep; but don't leave me, Jane."
kissed, and fell asleep.

"I feel as if I could
They said good night,

The next morning the headmistress

found them, "my face against Helen ©urns's shoulder, my arms
round her neck.

I was asleep, and Helen was— d ead."^

This

death scene, which is so essentially "Victorian" in its sen
timentality, is apparently semi-autobiographical— Bronte
actually attended a school which served as model for Lowood,
and experienced something like the death of Helen Burns.^
Another Bronte, Anne, wrote a novel that is the epit
ome of much in Victorian England, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall
The plot, like part of Jane Eyre. deals with the questions
What is It proper to do when one is married to a monster?
In the Tenant, the spouse in question was a husband, a mon
ster of drunken depravity, but not insane; and unlike .
Rochester, Helen Huntingdon never forgot her duty.

Because

she feared for her son, who was being corrupted by his father
and after she had tried all manner of persuasion on her hus
band in vain, she ran away after five years of marriage, and

I9ibia.. p. 71.
20ibia.. p. 7 2 .

^Elizabeth C. Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte
(Edinburgh, 1924), pp. 48-63.
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and went to live incognita near her brother.

Misunderstand

ings about Helen's sexual morality which arose from her
brother's visits were eventually cleared up and a neighbor
ing farmer fell in love with Helen.

But she had already re

pulsed one would-be suitor and although she loved this one in
return, she could not be false to Mr. Huntingdon.

At this

point her husband injured himself by falling from his horse,
and was confined to his room; his servants deserted him.
Helen knew her duty; she returned to her husband to nurse him
back to health.

Contrary to the doctor's instructions,

Huntingdon demanded strong drink, and upon discovering that
his wife had watered the pale port, he threw it out the win
dow, forced the butler to bring him the strongest wine in the
cellar, and drank it all.

He blamed his relapse on Helen,

who "treated him like a baby or a fool . " ^ 2
ful of dying and refused to think of It.

But he was fear
Although the physi

cian had promised recovery, Helen pointed cut that he should
think of it now in case he should not recover, when it would
be too late.

At the next visit, the doctor saw that "morti

fication11 had taken place due to the
and he no longer offered any hope.

patient's overindulgence,

Huntingdon believed he was

getting better, and although Helen tried not to depress him,
she urged him to prepare for death.

Despite his fear of

death, he was not sorry for his wicked deeds themselves and
only regretted their consequences to himself.

Such an attitude

22Anne Bronte, The Tenant of Hlldfell Hall (New York
and London, 1900), p. 452.

was unacceptable to Helen who demanded true repentance, that
Is, sorrow for the deeds without regard to their consequences.
When she advised him to think of God, he responded, "What is
God?— I cannot seeHim or hear Him— God is only an idea."
Huntingdon acted very badly; he wept and shrieked, begged
Helen not to leave him, wished she would die in addition to
or instead of him.

He clutched her with all his strength,

and at last he died pitiably.

Helen was able to find hope in

"purging f i r e s w h i c h would purify his soul.

This death

scene of a sinner has the "truth of tract," according to Anne
Bronte’s friend, Mrs. Humphry Ward; "there can be little
doubt that many of the pages are close transcripts from
Branwell*s [ B r o n t e * c o n d u c t and l a n g u a g e . T h e author
herself stated that she did not suppose Huntingdon was a
common type in society;

"the oase is an extreme one . . .

but I know that such characters do e x i s t , T h e

death of a

rake is the kind of event which history itself might not de
scribe; novels like the Tenant usefully portray Victorians
who did not die well, who did not follow the advice of the
etiquette books, therefore serving as a contrast to the more
typical Victorians who did.
In the stern books of Thomas Hardy, there are also
scenes like the one in Dickens* Great -Expectations-", which on
the one hand do not conform to the stereotype of Victorian
morbidity, but are not modern either.

ibid., p . 457.
g5ibld., p. xv.

In Tess of the

g4 Ibld.. p. 459.
2 6 Ibld.. p. xxill.

D lUrbervllles, the death of Toss's illegitimate baby was; ex
pected, but because it had not been baptized, Tess feared it's
eternal damnation.

Her drunken and brutal father would not

permit her to send for the parson, and as the baby grew worse,
Tess became more frantic.

She envisioned all the details of

torment after death which she had learned; she saw the baby^ in
the lowest pit of Hell, for its double sin of being illegiti
mate and unbaptized, tossed on a three-pronged pitchfork. She
cried incoherent prayers to God until at last the mad solution
came to her, that she should baptize the baby herself, with
her little brothers and sisters as a congregation.

"Ah, per

haps baby can be saved! Perhaps it will be just the sam©."^
Using water from the washstand, she went through the entire
baptismal service, instructing her siblings when to say amen,
and named the child "Sorrow."’ She concluded the ceremony with,
the usual exhortation to the baby to fight manfully'against
sin, the world, and the devil, and to be a faithful soldier
and servant unto his life's end.

H&rdy used these words to

present the eventual death of the baby in slightly ironic terms.
Poor Sorrow's campaign against sin, the world, and
the devil was doomed to be of limited brilliancy— *
luckily perhaps for himself, considering his be
ginnings. In the blue of the morning that fragile
soldier and servant breathed his last. . . . ^8
After this, Tess was calmer, but she wondered about the ef
ficacy of such a baptism.

^Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D'Urbervillos (New York,
1 9 5 0 ), p. 118.
2 8 Ibid., p. 1 2 0 .

Finally^ Tess asked the Vicar whether the result
1

would be the same for little Sorrow as if he had been bap
tized properly.

Not wishing to hurt her, the Vicar agreed,

but his conscience would not permit him to bury the baby.
So the baby was carried in a small deal box, under
an ancient: woman' s shawl . . . and buried by lanternlight, at the cost of a shilling and a pint of beer
to the sexton, in that shabby corner of God'fe allot
ment . . . where all unbaptized infants, notorious
drunkards, suicides, and others of the conjecturally
damned were Xaid.^9
Tess made a small cross for the head of the grave and put
flowers In a marmalade jar at the foot.

The restraint of

this scene and Tr
e ssfs acceptance of the child 1d death, empha
size her strong belief in the baptisia.

The death of child

ren was such a common thing that in novels it generally had
little impact by itself, unless given a long buildup of
sentimentality, or tangled, as in Tess. with questions of
convention and religion.

The important part of this little

death scene and pitiable funeral is not the tragedy of a
baby*b death but the effect of it upon the girl-mother1s
life and mind.

The pity of Hardy*d Victorian readers was

directed chiefly at Tess rather than toward the child.

There

was even a feeling that dying In infancy prevented the trials
and miseries of adult life;
I laid him down,
For some voice told me that, in after years,
He should know naught of passion, grief, or fears,
.......... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 0
g9ibld.. p. 122.
3°John Morley, Death. Heaven, and the Victorians
(Pittsburgh, 1971), p. 15.

A scene from Hardy *6 Jude the Obscure stirs the read
er with its description of the deaths of children.

It Is not

so much the deaths, however, as the despair and confusion
which caused them, that Impresses the reader.

Hardy used the

deaths to comment upon society, as he had in the scene from
Tess.

Sue and Jude had come again to Ghristminster, with

"Little Jude,"the child of Jude *6 first marriage, and their
own.two children whom- Hardy gave no names.

They found it

nearly impossible to get: rooms, since no one would lodge a
couple with children; but at last they* got a place for one
night, for Sue and the children at least.

Because of Little

JUdefs strange maturity and Sue*b distress, she agreed that
children were frequently a disadvantage and sometimes it
seemed better to be cut of the world than In it.

Then she

told him she was expecting another child, and he became angry
with her for "sending for another."

He could not understand

how she could do such a thing when they were already In
trouble.

Sue1s sexual inhibitions made her unable to explain

fully the compulsions which might result in an unwanted child.
Finally he went to bed and she heard him say, "If we children
was gone, there1d be no trouble at all."
ordered him to go to sleep.

She peremptorily

All was q^iet until late the

next morning when she went to the children*s room to awaken
them for breakfast.

She found the three hanging by cord from

hooks on the back of the door, and fainted with a cry.

Jude

hastened to her aid, finding the door strangely heavy to move,
and saw the "triplet of little corpses."

The boy had left a
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note saying, "Done because we are too menny.

Sue:and

Jude were overcome by the horror of the scene for some time;
and that is also the predominant feeling of the readers.
But the scene has never been condemned, as was Dickens*s
death of Little Nell, for ghoulishness and commercialism.
It was one in an: accumulating burden of hardships, designed
by a cruel Nature which ended by destroying both Sue and
Jude.

The real horror was not the deaths, so much as the

despair which had caused them.

The scene, however brutal,

is artistically consistent with both Hardy*'s overall philos
ophy and the design of this particular book.
If death scenes were a favorite of Victorian novel
ists, funerals were not so popular.

Dickens described

several, including the funeral of Pip"s sister in Great
Expectations, but his tone is sardonic,

"Trabb and Co . , 11

the village dry goods shop, was furnishing the funeral.
Two dismally absurd persons, each ostentatiously
exhibiting a crutch done up in a black bandage—
as if that instrument could possibly communicate
any comfort to anyone . . .
stood beside the door.

Inside the house, Mr. Trabb himself

"had just finished putting somebody*d hat into black longclothes, like an African baby. . .

Q ^ e f mourner,

the deceased*s husband, Joe,vrwore a;black cloak with a large
bow, and the other mourners wore black.

Refreshments had

^Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure (New York and London,

1923), p. 405.
32Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (Garden City,

N,Y., 1947), p. 215.

been prepared in the parlor for after the funeral:

plum

cake, oranges, sandwiches, and biscuits and two decanters,
of port and sherry.

Mr. Trabb dressed all the mourners and

formed them into twos to follow the bier.

Joe would have

preferred to carry his wife to the church himself with three
or four friends, but had been persuaded that it would be
wanting in respect.

Trabb ordered all pocket handkerchiefs

out and the procession wound through the village.

The coffin

was carried by; six bearers, covered by a black velvet housing
with white border, so that it looked like a "blind monster
with twelve human legs"33

being guided by two other men who

were not blinded by the pall.

In the churchyard, the service

was read, reminding man how he brought "nothing into the
world and can take nothing out and that life fleeth like a
shadow and never continueth long in one stay."

The mourners

returned to the house, finished the buffet, some of which had
been consumed before the funeral, and then went home.

Al

though Dickens is known for his grotesque characters, this
funeral which he described seems to follow closely those
recommended in the etiquette books discussed in the preceding
chapter.

It is informative that the blacksmith desired a

simple funeral for his wife, and that she received one so
imitative of those of the upper classes.

This lends force

to the remarks of the Quarterly R e v i e w 3 it‘ and the Supplementary

•^3ibid.t p. 216.
3^" [Review] Art jjLcle] IV,"
(1844), 438-477.

Quarterly1 Review, LXXIII

Report . . . Into the Practice of Interment . .

that the

poor were imitating the expensive funerals of their betters,
to their financial and moral detriment.
Another village cortege is described in Hardy's Far
from the Madding Crowd.

A woman and her illegitimate baby

died in the Casterbridge Uhionhouse, and were given a pau
per's burial.

A wagon containing boughs and flowers re

ceived the plain elm coffin.

"Fanny Robin and Child" was

scrawled In chalk on the lid, and one of the workers covered
the whole with a threadbare black cloth and the boughs and
flowers.

They were buried in the reprobates' part of the

churchyard with the parish paying the half crown grave fee,
but without-a bell which would have cost another shilling.36
William Thackeray's Vanity Fair Is filled with
deaths, but like the famous description of George Osborne's
death at Waterloo,37 Thackeray treats them satirically,
rather than patheticially.

However, he is sympathetic to

the extreme grief which Amelia, Osborne*b widow, showed.
She was distracted and almost out of her mind with grief and

35Eawjn Chadwick, "Supplementary-Report on the Re
sults of a Special Inquiry into the practice of Interment In ’
Towns. Printed in Parliamentary Papers”.XII (1843}, 395-681.
3^Thomas Hardy. Far from the Madding Crowd (New York
and London, n.d.), pp. 322-324’
■^"No more firing was heard at Brussels— the pursuit
rolled miles away. Darkness came down on the field and city:
and Amelia was praying for George, who was lying on his face,
dead, with a bullet through his heart." William Thackeray,
Vanity Fair (New York, 1950), p. 334.
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shock, so much that she was unaware of what happened or who
passed.

She was prostrate for many months and her doctors

feared for her life or her brain until she had borne her
son.

The birth of this child was George returned to her,

and she doted upon him completely as a compensation for her
loss.

Still she wore widow's weeds and transformed her room

Into a sort of shrine with George's picture at its heart.
Believing that her husband had given her a piano which came
as an anonymous gift, she had spoken to it about George after
his death, played his favorite airs on it and wept.

Many

years later when a friend of George's proposed, she angrily
answered, "George is my husband, here and in heaven.

How

could X: love any other but him?"^®
These excerpts from Victorian fiction serve as use
ful additions to the descriptions of etiquette books. Like
the etiquette books, fiction portrays a nonreal or at least
nonfactual view of deaths and funerals.

But where the former

lays down ideal behavior, the latter sometimes portrays less
than ideal acts.

These may be based on autobiographical

incidents or be totally imaginary.

When compared with other

sources, they are a valuable counterpoise; for example, they
sometimes show working or lower class funerals and deathbed
scenes seldom mentioned elsewhere.

The final comparison and

check must of course be made with what we know of facts— how
people actually died and how a funeral was really carried out
in Victorian England.

38Ibid.. p. 626.

CHAPTER IXX
THE REALITY OF DEATH

Death was always a familiar presence for the Victor
ian.Nearly everyone had close
form

brushes with death in the

of sickness and accidents.

and the

Diphtheria, typhus, cholera,

like, remained constant threats well into the twen

tieth century.

Medical science was still primitive In many

ways, and sometimes the treatment was more dangerous than
the disease.

Even a chill might turn into pneumonia.

Fatal accidents were a commonplace, particularly for
the leisured classes when occupied at their favored activities
of shooting and riding.

Shooting accidents In which one hunts

man mistakenly shot either another hunter or a bystander were
so common that few shooting seasons were without accident.
Incidents connected with horses were also more frequent than
it is easy to believe today.

For example, the Bishop of

Winchester was killed Instantly when his horse stumbled on a
grassy slope.

Lady Frederick Cavendish said that she had

"been off Qa hors©3 in every possible way;

having been

kicked off, come off at a jump, come down with, and knocked
over,"'1' although she was not seriously Injured in any of
**-John Bailey (ed.), The Diary of Lady Frederick
Cavendish (2 vols.; New York, 1927), II, 192; hereafter cited
as Cavendish.
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of these accidents.

However, Kate Russell, later the mother

of Bertrand Russell, suffered unconsciousness and loss of
memory (probably a concussion) when her pony b o l t e d .and
pulled her cart up against a log, flinging her out on the
ground. 2
Another common cause of death was pregnancy and
childbirth, events eagerly awaited and welcomed, yet endan
gering life amotig Victorian women.
the experience.

Many poor women died from

But Lucy Cavendish saw a rise in deaths from

this cause among aristocratic women, which she attributed to
drinking w i n e . 3

When her mother went to London for her

eleventh confinement, Lucy wrbte in her diary, "God bring
her safe through it!"

And later after a safe delivery she

records her feelings:

"Thank God, oh! thank God! . . .No,

1 1 , a seventh son . . . little and thin, but prosperous, as

Is his Mamma, thank God!"

But two years later her mother

died, from complications following her twelfth confinement.
Mrs. William Harcourt died in her second confinement leaving
one child;

Lady Fortescue died, leaving thirteen; the

Duchess of St. Albans died a fortnight after her third con
finement at the age of 22, leaving three children; and Lady
Anne Butler, 30 years old, died in her second confinement.
Women, on nearing the 'time of their delivery, knew they
might die.

Lady Amberley left a note in her diary before the

o

cHer observation does not appear to be born out by
such studies as T, H, Hollingsworth, The Demography of the
Peerage (London,. [1964]).
3cavendish, I , 28.

birth of her first child:
There is nothing about the baby I could wish to say
to him [Lord Amberley]] if I died. . . . If I should,
die I should like him to have it much with him &
^
make a great companion of it & then call it Katchen.
Many babies also died during delivery, and of those
who survived, amny more died in early childhood.

Partly

this was due to the same dangers of disease and medical
treatment from which adults suffered.

In addition upper

class infants endured sometimes careless and sometimes crim
inal treatment from their nurses.

Prank Russell’s first

nurse came With high recommendations, but she said that she
hated him.

She stuffed the sponge and her fingers into his

mouth, let him lie screaming on the floor, put wet diapers
on him, and refused to let the wetnurse feed him.

Whan the

\fetnurse and others informed his parents of this treatment,
the $urse was dismissed; except for these loyal servants it
might have been some time before her cruelty was discovered.
Apparently the nurse also gave him gin, because Mrs. JTane
Welsh Thomas Carlyle comforted Lady Amberley by citing her
own example:
My own Nurse used to put me into dead sleep with
whiskey, when she had assignations outside! And
my Mother was always of opinion that my sleepless
ness in after life was owing to having been drunk
so often as a Baby!!^

Bertrand Russell and Patricia Russell (eds.), The
Amberley Papers: The Letters and Diaries of Lord and Lady
Amberley (2 vols.; New York and London, 19371, 1, ^01;
herea.fter cited as Amberley .
5 Ibld.. I, 427.

Other nurses tied their charges into chairs.
some were burned to death*

As a result

Babies were also given opium and

other drugs to calm them and make them sleep.

No wonder the

death rate was so high for those under five.
Because Victorians saw death often, and thought of
the possibility; of their own death and of others*, they came
to conclusions about what death was and how it should be
faced, how one should die.

The evidence of etiquette books

shows that Victorian society had thought about death in a
general way to the extent of formulating rules of procedure*
Entries in journals and comments in letters demonstrate, that
individuals had thought about death in a more personal fash
ion and experienced it In some way.

Perhaps they were there

fore enabled to form philosophical attitudes which they could
use in more direct confrontations with death, and the rules
of behavior reflected the society’s philosophy.
The classic Victorian deathbed scene, as portrayed
in novels, was often astoundingly close to actual deaths*
The same pathos, and the same confidence of salvation were
to be found in both cases.

Many dying Victorians seem to

have followed the suggestions given by etiquette books about
gathering their family around and blessing them all.

Lady

Lyttelton?s death, for example, was particularly peaceful.
She had a strong and real religious faith; and she had been
sick for the previous six months since the birth of her last
child.

As she became weaker, and gradually became aware that

she was going to die, she could prepare herself to die

gracefully.

She began to speak of her death to her older

children; her daughter wrote that the "soul-light on her
face makes her wonderful to look at."

Her twelve children,

ranging in age from six months to 18 years, were brought to
her.

She kissed each one and said good-bye, giving a

special word of remembrance to each.

She took holy commun

ion with those who were old enough to have been confirmed,
and "then she lay still, waiting."'
out fear.

She awaited death with

"Her precious eyes were very blue and clear,

shining strangely, and looking on, away, beyond us, except
when she turned them on us with a depth of wistful tender
ness.” ' Such a deathbed was a source of comfort to the
bereaved family*— it removed some of the guilt and anger
which psychologists consider basic In grief feelings toward
the deceased, helped them believe she had gone to a better
world, and set them a shining example of courage and
devotion.^
Some years later May I^rttelton, a daughter of Lady
Lyttelton, died.

She was in her twenties.

She was nursed

devotedly for many weeks by her aunt, Mrs. Y/illiam G-ladstone,
until Palm Sunday when at last it was evident that she was
going to die.

Her brothers and sisters, their spouses, and

the childhood nurse for whom May had called, gathered in the
house.
hand.

Her aunt stroked her hair, while the nurse held her
Some of her relative knelt around her bed, and a

brother-in-law, who was a bishop, prayed.

^Cavendish, I, 57 .

Everyone gave what
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comfort he could:

her sister Lucy repeated Keble’k Evening

Hymn, her brother Alfred softly played solemn music.

Pier

aunt said, "it’k all right, darling; God is taking such care
of you."7

Imperceptibly her breathing died away as her uncle,

also a clergyman, read the last prayer.

The gathered relatives

were a comfort to May, and were able to comfort each other
after she died.

They saw a spiritual loveliness in her calm

face which inspired them.

Nevertheless the death of a grown

child is the most traumatic of all deaths, and may have con
tributed to the death of her father about ten months later.
Lord Lyttelton had been subject to fits of depression
for many years, but as he became older he was less able to
recover his equilibrium.

Toward the end of such a berut of

melancholy, he sent condolences to Archdeacon Horn, whose
daughter had just died; this may have reawakened his own
grief at May*h death.

The next morning he evadeddhls attend

ant and either fell or threw himself over the banisters and
down the stairs.

He did not die until after midnight, but

his family was not all able to reach his bedside in time.
This death was difficult to accept.

It had not been peaceful

and Inspiring as had his wife’s and daughter’s; his family
had not been present and had received no last farewells, and
the manner of his death, a possible suicide, was abhorrent to
religious orthodoxy.

In their mourning, the family turned to

memories of him for comfort.

Rather than accept the verdict

suicide, they called it an act of God, a "messenger of release

7Ibld,. II, 189

((Tod seeing that His true and loving servant could no longer
o
bear the anguish).1

Ey means of this psychological rejec

tion of part of his death, one of his daughters, Lady
Frederick Cavendish, was better able to accept the rest of
it.

Her experience with the previous deaths had taught her

how to bear loss
When Lord Stanley of Alderley died

however

it was

the first such bereavement that his daughter Kate had ex
perienced.

She came from London; by train and joined the

rest of the family who were gathered there.

Lord Stanley

asked her if she would like to have an unbroken horse named
Orlando, and she said she would.

He was conscious, although

he did not understand all that was said and slept a great
deal.

Once he said to his wife, ”1 love you all so dearly,

you have all been so kind to me.*'

All nine of his children

were kneeling around his couch when he gave two great gasps
and died.

"It was much less awful than X. had anticipated,f1;!

wrote Kate.^

He lay on his couch like a marble statue until

the coffin was ready.
brass handles.

It was of massive polished oak with

Then it was placed in the middle of the

drawing room with the curtains shut and wax candles surround
ing it, to give light.

The people of the village and of Lord

Stanleyf& estates were allowed to come in and view the open
coffin.

All his children and his four sons-in-law were

gathered for the funeral, which took place a week after Lord

eIbld.. JI, 195.
9Anberley. II. 269-270.
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Stanley dled.-^
The death which had the greatest Impact In the nine
teenth century was that of Prince Albert.

The doctors had

decided to tell neither Albert nor the Queen that he had
typhoid, since he had fatalistically decided that he would
die if he contracted this disease.

Thus, for much of his

illness he wandered deliriously about in Windsor, talking;
and playing with the children,

then he finally stayed in

bed, his attending physicians wheeled the bed from room to
room to allay his restlessness.
man and French*

He began to babble in. Ger

Princess Alice played his favorite hymn.

The Prince of Wales was summoned from Cambridge by telegram,
but the message was so cautiously worded, that the Prince
did not expect anything serious and was stunned by- the sight
of his wasted and delirious father.

Each of his children

except the baby came in and kissed his hand, but he paid no
attention to them*

The Queen knelt beside him, asking for

r,eto M s s . ,,r He moved his'lips.

She took his left hand,

while Princess Alice, Princess Helena, the doctors, and his
secretary, knelt around his bed.

The gentlemen of the House

hold stood in the hallway . Albert drew two or three deep
breaths and then was dead.

Victoria stood, kissing his

forehead and calling to him until she was drawn away.

The

bell of St* Paulas Cathedral was rung repeatedly, to inform
the nation of its loss
, XI, 271,
'*-'®'E13.zabeth Longford, Queen Victoria:

(Hew York, 1965) * pp. 294-302.

Born to Succeed

In this deathbed scene, unlike the others, no message
of comfort was given to the mourners.

Albert said "Gbod

Child”" to Princess

Alice, and this

solace to her, but

he was too ill and feverish to say any

thing to the others,

was accounted a great

teen this happened, that someone died

without the customary final blessing, It left the survivors
with a feeling of incompleteness.

Xn another example, the

Duchess of Argyll attended a dinner party at" the home of
Lord and Lady Frederick Cavendish.

The Duchess was recover

ing from a stroke; during dinner she had another stroke, and
became unable to speak.

Shortly she lapsed into unconscious

ness and never spoke again, dying about 3:30 a.m.

All of her

children had been summoned and, except five who were not in
London and did not

arrive in time,

sorrow it 'was. to the poor

Duke not

they came. "A terrible
to have onelook, one

word, of farewell*1 1 The farewell, including affectionate
words of comfort and blessing, was aecrucial part of the
Victorian deathbed scene, and it may have had a significant
role in carrying the survivors through the funeral and .the
mourning period which were- still to come.
The same diaries which contain long narrations of
deathbeds, usually omit the funerals.

A fairly standardized

funeral service was unable to provide as much comfort as a
highly individual death scene.

Of the deaths described above

which were recorded in diaries, only the account of Lord
Stanley1& goes on. to include the funeral.

12Cavendlsh, II, 219-220

It took place at
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noon, one week after his death.. The widow drove to the
church.
house;

The rest of the family formed in procession at the
first the two unmarried children; then the three

sons; followed by the four married d a u g h t e r s , in' order of
their ages, with their husbands.

Three sets of bearers

carried the heavyrcoffin, and the tenants of the estate
walked behind.

The choir sang a pealm and the hymn, lfThy

¥111 Be Bone.1” After the service the mourners went down
into the vault and placed handmade wreaths of. oak leaves
and water lilies on the casket.
went home.

Then they separated and

Lord and Lady Amberley visited the graveyard

where a stillborn child of theirs was buried, and laid a
wreath there.

Then they, too, walked home.*^

The funeral of Lord Frederick Cavendish was much
more elaborate.

He had been assassinated on the day after

his arrival in Ireland as chief secretary to the LordLleutenant, and died immediately; there had been no farewell
scene.

Two days later he was brought back to Chatsworth,

the family home of the Cavendishes, where he lay in state.
His widow and her family spent the afternoon: laying the
many flowers and wreaths around the coffin.

Lady Frederick

laid a locket with her hair in it upon his breast.
next morning the funeral took place.

On the

The House ^of Commons

adjourned for four days, and 300 M. P.*s mad© the long trip
to Chatsworth and followed his coffin to the grave.

The

bereaved widow and her sister-in-law Lady Louisa drove
13Amberley. II, 271-272,
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together to the graveside.

Cavendish’s: father, the Duke of

Devonshire, and his two remaining sons, with a great multi
tude of 30",000 mourners, walked.

Edward Talbot, Lady

Frederick’s Brother-in-law and later Bishop of Winchester,
read the service, concluding, "dive peace in our time, o Lord;"’
the mourners hoped that the death of Lord Frederick would not
be in vain, but would bring peace to Ireland.

As a last act

of affection, Lady Frederick dropped a wreath of roses into
the grave.^
Prince Albertfs funeral was much more elaborate, even
though the Queen decided to have as small and private a funeral
as possible -under the circumstances.
1861.

He died on December 14,

Funeral bells tolled all the next day, not only in-

St. Paul’s in London but also in all the major cities of Eng
land.

His funeral was delayed for nine days to permit the

arrival of representatives of foreign courts, but during this
time the body was not lying in state.
coffins were prepared:

During this time four

the inner one of polished mahogany;

then a lead casing with a silver plate giving the style and
titles of the Prince; another plain mahogany coffin with a
silver plate engraved with the name and dates of birth and
death; and finally the State coffin of crimson velvet on which
was another silver gilt plate repeating the Prince’s titles.
At twelve noon on the day of the funeral the procession formed
of the mourning coaches, hearse, and military escort.
horses had black housings and feathers;

l4Cavendlah. II, 323-324.

The

the regimental colors
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of the honor guards were shrouded in crape; and the officers
wore scarves, swordknots, and rosettes of crape.

As the pro

cession wound its way from the Henry VIII gate to St. George’s
chapel, the hells tolled each minute.

Wien the procession

reached the chapel, the supporters of the pall moved the
coffin on to the bier.
The funeral service in the church began:

" T a m the

resurrection and the life. . . . I know that my redeemer
liveth, . . . We brought nothing into this world. . . .
The attendants; completely covered by the crimson pall,
moved the bier slowly up the center of the church, following
a white guideline laid down the center of the aisle, until
the bier rested on the platform at the entrance to the Royal
Vault.

The chief mourners, Prince Albert’s sons, stood

around the coffin, while others placed the deceased’s baton,
sword, and hat at the foot of It and the crown at the head.
Then the mechanism, slowly lowered the coffin until it dis
appeared from sight into the vault.

As earth fell upon the

coffin, even those few mourners not before affected now wept.
The powerfully dramatic spectacle of such a funeral put an
end to the initial stages of grief, particularly denial of
the death of the deceased.

Despite the hopeful words of the

service, the surroundings and movements of the funeral brought
home the finality of death and of the separation of loved
ones.

They were designed to evoke tears and pave the way for

the much longer mourning process which followed the funeral.
^% h e Times (London), 24 December 1861.

Not unnaturally diaries seldom commented on: mourning
garments as such, although Lucy Cavendish does note in hers
that within a year of her marriage she had worn mourning four
times,

Rather, mourning behavior was recounted, providing

interesting and valuable Information about the Victorian way
of coping with loss after the funeral.
Queen Victoria's mourning for her husband was typical
of the attitudes of some Victorians,
him or stopped grieving for him.

She simply never forgot

She wore widow's weeds for

the rest of her life, and for some time, in a move severely
criticized by contemporary newspapers, she refused to take
part in certain social event's.

She delegated her authority

in many ceremonies to either the Prince or Princess of Wales.
The rest of the royal family also wore mourning for longer
than prescribed.

The wedding of Princess Alice six months

after Albert's death was entirely in black and her trousseau
was also black.

Each night the Qi|e@n had the Prince Consort's
*J Z"

clothes laid out with hot water and a clean towel.

It is

hard to know how much of this behavior was spontaneous mourn
ing on the part of the Queen, and how much was due to the cus
toms of the time.

Lady Frederick Cavendish also mourned her

husband, and wore black for the forty-three years remaining in
her own life.

Other nineteenth century people preserved death

chambers, especially royal ones.

Czar Nicholas' bedroom re

mained exactly as when he had died in it, with his shaving
equipment ready for U3e.

Lord Brougham kept his dead daughter1

Longford, Queen Victoria, p. 310.
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room untouched all his life.

Even Edward VII preserved the

last tube of toothpaste used by his son.*1*?

Similarly the

Duke of Devonshire never forgot his wife after her early
death.

He remained a widower for the remaining fifty years

of his life.

He could never bear to have his birthday men

tioned, because she had died on that day, and he always
spent it secluded with his memories.

He remembered other

days connected with her, too, such as the day they first met.

1o

There were other Victorians, though, who followed a
more normal course of mourning and recovery.

Lord Lyttelton,

for example, with his family grieved for the death of Ladyr
Lyttelton for a long time.

The nursemaid taught Alfred, the

youngest son, to kiss his mother's picture and call her name
at the age of eighteen months.

Her daughter Lucy wrote a

’’memorial” of her mother for the children too young to remem
ber her and read it to them on the anniversary of the death.
Lucy herself read it and wept over it for at least ten years
and probably longer.

Gradually in this way the memory of

Lady Lyttelton was limited to certain times and places.

Major

family events, as well as the death date, evoked thoughts of
her.

She was remembered at the eoming-of-age speeches for

her eldest son; the first important ball to which her daugh
ters went; at engagements and weddings; and at the birth of
babies.

Lucy noticed that her father whistled for the first

time, five years after his loss.

W ibid.. p. 311.
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In another year the room in
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which the Baroness died was used again.
the widower remarried.

Twelve years later

The best evidence of the completeness

and healthiness with which the mourning work had been done is
the affection with which this second wife and stepmother was
welcomed by the entire family.^*9
Victorian etiquette books prescribed closely the
proper behavior in deathbeds and at funerals.

In many: In

stances the prescriptions were closely followed and eased the
difficult situation of bereavement.

As for mourning, the

etiquette books could only legislate on such matters as the
amount of crape on a dress or the width of black border on
mourning letter-paper.
feeling.

They did not intrude into matters of

But because these external things could be taken

for granted, the mourner was better able to come to terms with
his grief.

The organization of a Victorian death to the last

day of quarter mourning, was designed to enable the survivors
to bend under the weight of their losses, and because they
had bent, not to break.

The culture could not afford to

desert those who had been bereaved; in the nineteenth century
everyone was bereaved.

The conventions surrounding death

were psychologically adapted to help them cope with this
loss and return to a normal and productive life.

The evidence

of contemporary etiquette books, novels, and diaries testi
fies to the success of these conventions.

, II, 71.

CONCLUSION

The frequency with which deaths occurred in the Vic
torian period meant that the idea of death held an important
place In the psychology of the time, and was influenced by its
important trends.

Social climbing and attempts to imitate the

nobility undoubtedly influenced the Victorians1 mourning hab
its.

The middle class and even the working class, concerned

with both respectability and status, quickly- copied the upper
classes In their mourning dress and behavior. Even the foster
mother of a charity boy said that she paid money to a burial
club for him.

She therefore could not send him to school, but

she concluded that it was "comfortable to be sure to be well
b u r i e d , T h e Romantics, with their taste for ruins, graveyards,
memento mori, willow trees, and weeping widows: were another
factor. They were partly responsible for the Increasing senti
mentality, as common in the nineteenth century as it had been
uncommon In the eighteenth. This sentimentality wept copiously
over the deaths of young children.

That is not to say that

their feelings were insincere, but that they were felt and ex
pressed in accord with the temper of their time.

The Evangeli

cals also played a role, by emphasizing emotion more than
-**John Morley, Death. Heaven and the Victorians
(Pittsburgh, 1971), p.~12.
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reason*.

Their hymns and sermons described emotional conver

sions, and demanded an emotional response rather than; a
strictly logical one.

Right feeling, and a good heart be

came significant in this religion; earlier some had opposed
the cold deism of the eighteenth century, but only in the
Victorian period was this opposition widely successful.

The

combination of romanticism and evangelicalism was potent
enough to set much of the period*& tone, and to influence
the manner in which Victorians dealt with death,
TO deal with death was obviously a necessity,

A

society In which 23 per thousand died, and the child mortality
j

rate was one in three before the age of 15", had a compelling
reason for developing a method of coping with such loss.
The impact of every death was increased by the large families,
which meant that in a family of twelve children, four could
be expected to -die.

A death had a wide ripple effect within

the network of relationships which composed Victorian society.
A loss in modern England is contained chiefly within the
limits of the small nuclear family, typically husband, wife,
and two children.

The force of a bereavement in Victorian

times was felt by a much larger nuclear family as well as
level upon level of relations, both by blood and by marriage.
The number of people whose lives were touched by a single
death must have been huge, if we accept the etiquette of
mourning for fourth and fifth cousins, first wives' parents,
and sisters-in-law*s brothers.

Psychiatrists say that the

greatest psychological cost of death In. terms of grief and

disruption-, occurs when the one who dies is neither old nor
young, aged somewhere between 30 and 60.

For Victorians,

especially, the grief was greatest then for two reasons:
death was least expected (tinlike, for example, the deaths of
children) ; and many relatives depended on such a person:—
parents, children, brothers and sisters, and spouses~.~economically as well as emotionally.

Such a person, whether man or

woman, was also likely to have the greatest number of con
tacts outside the family, to be active in business or public
life, and involved in charitable organizations.

This was

precisely the age span in which Victorians were most likely
to die?

today It is chiefly the old who die, retired and

living in hospitals or other institutions, where they are less
and less part of life.2

Even those Victorians who died at

advanded ages (Carlyle, for example) did so at home or at
work, actively participating in the world.

Thus not only

the

numbers who died, but also the age at which they died, made
death an acute psychological problem.

In order to prevent

the emotional crippling of survivors by anger and guilt (which
are the major components of modern grief^), Victorian society
devised a system which would Impose specific, rigid and some
what uncpmfortable restrictions during mourning.

The mourner

2In 1963 in England and Wales, 70.2 percent of all the
deceased were over 65. Nathan Keyfitz and Wilhelm Flieger,
World Population: An Analysis of Vital Data (Chicago and
London, 1968), p. 538.
^Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, On Death and Dying (London,
1970).
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had already attended the deathbed and received a blessing,
and he knevr that his loved one had not willingly abandoned
him (belief in such an abandonment being the main cause of
anger).

He could be sure that he was doing what was right;

he was shored up by social conventions, and thereby avoided
guilt.

His society also permitted him to weep without em

barrassment and by means of regulations for both the be
reaved and the friends of the bereaved, it gently guided him
back to full participation and normal position in life.

Mod

ern psychologists condemn the twentieth century manner of
death; they say that the typical death in a hospital does
not satisfy either the dying or the bereaved, that the funer
al does not enable survivors to accept the death as reality
and come to terms with It, and that the absence of prescribed
mourning behavior does not prevent bewilderment and guilt.
Ironically the Victorian period, termed prudish and morbid
by the modern age, devised a system which accomplished these
goals.

APPENDIX: A
FUNERAL

COSHS.

Cassell1k Household G-Uide published descriptions of funerals
available in 18719'.

Th© least expensive and the most expensive

are quoted below;
Funeral costing £3 5s,: Patent carriage with one
horse; smooth elm coffin, neatly finished, lined inside,
with pillow, &e.; use of pall, mourners* fittings,
coachman with hat-band; bearers; attendant with hat'-band,
&c .
Funeral costing £53: Hearse and four horses, two
mourning coaches with fours, twenty-three plumes of‘rich
ostrich-feathers, complete velvet covering for carriages
and horses, and an esquire*s plume of best feathers; strong
elm shell, with tufted mattress, lined and ruffled with
superfine cambric, and pillow; full worked glazed cambric
winding-sheet, stout outside lead coffin: with inscription
plate and solder complete; one and a half Inch oak case,
covered with black or crimson velvet, set with three rows
round, and lid pannelled with best brass nails; stout
brass plate of inscription, richly engraved; four pairs of
best brass handles and grips, lid ornaments to correspond;
use of silk velvet pall; two mutes with gowns, silk hat
band and gloves; fourteen men as pages, feathermen, and
coachmen, with truncheons and wands, silk hat-bands, &c;
use of mourners* fittings; and attendant with silk hat
band, &e.

11Death In the Household,’1 Cassell*s Household Guide
(3 vols.; London, 1879), III, 2 9 2 .
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APPENDIX B
THE ORDER. FOR THE BURIAL OP THE DEAD1

Here is to be noted, that the Office ensuing is
not to be used for any that die unbaptized.
or excommunicate, or have laid violent hands
upon themselves.
The Priest and Clerks meeting the Corpse at the
entrance of the Church-yardt and going before
JLti? either into the Church, or towards the
Crave« shall say, or sing»
I AM the resurrection and the life,.saith the Lord : he that believeth
in me, though he were dead, yet shall*
he live : And whosoever liveth and be
lieveth in me shall never die.
I KNOW that my Redeemer liveth,
and that he shall stand at the
latter day upon the earth. And though
after ray skin worms destroy this body,
yet in my flesh shall I see G-od : whom
I shall see for myself, and mine eyes
shall behold, and not another,
WE brought nothing into
this world, and it is certain we can
carry nothing out : The Lord gave,
and the Lord hath taken away; blessed
be the Name of the Lord.
After they are come into the Church, shall be
read one or both of these Psalms following.

■^Church of England, The Annotated Book of Common
Prayer (London, 1866), pp. 293-301.
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Psalm xxxix*
Psalm xc.
Then shall follow the Lesson taken out of the
fifteenth Chapter of the former Epistle of
Saint. Paul to the Corinthians.
When they come to the Crave. while the Corpse
is made ready to be” laid into the earth,
the Priest shall say, or the Priest and
Clerks shall sing:
MAN that is: born of a woman
Hath but a short time to live,
and Is full of misery. He cometh up,
and is cut down, like a flower; he
fleeth as it were a shadow, and never
continueth in one stay.
In the midst of life we are in death :
of whom may we seek for succour, but
of thee, 0 Lord, who for our sins art
justly displeased?
Yet, 0 Lord God most
most mighty, 0 holy and
ful Saviour, deliver us
bitter pains of eternal

holy, 0 Lord
most merci
not into the
death.

Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of
our hearts; shut not thy merciful ears
to our prayer; but spare us, Lord
most holy, 0 God most mighty, 0
holy and merciful Saviour, thou most
worthy Judge eternal, suffer us not, at
our last hour, for any pains of death,
to fall from thee.
Then, while the earth shall be cast upon the
body by some standing by, the Priest shall say,
FORASMUCH as it hath pleased
Almighty God of his great mercy
to take unto himself the soul of our
dear brother here departed, we therefore
commit his body to the ground; earth
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust;
in sure and certain hope of the Resur-

rectlon to eternal life, through our
Lord Jesus Christ; who shall change
our vile body, that it may be like
unto his glorious body, according to
the mighty working, whereby he is
able to subdue all things to himself.
Then shall be said or sung.
I HEARD a voice from heaven,
saying unto me, Write, From
henceforth blessed are the dead which
die in the Lord : even so saith the
Spirit; for they rest from their labours.
Then the Priest shall say,
Lord, have m ercy upon ;us,
Christ, have mercy upon us.
Lord, have mercy upon us.
OUR Father, which art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy Name. Thy
kingdom come. They will be done in
earth, As it is in heaven. Give us
this day our daily bread. And forgive
us our trespasses, As we forgive them
that trespass against us. And lead us
not into temptation; But deliver us
from evil. Amen.
Priest.
ALMIGHTY God, with whom do live
the spirits of them that de
part hence in the Lord, and with whom
the souls of the faithful, after they are
delivered from the burden of the flesh,
are in joy and felicity; We give thee
hearty thanks, for that it hath pleased
thee to deliver this our brother out of
the miseries of this sinful world; be
seeching thee, that it may please thee,
of thy gracious goodness, shortly to
accomplish the number of thine elect,
and to hasten thy kingdom; that we,
with all those that are departed in the
true faith of thy holy Name, may have

our perfect consummation and bliss,
both in body and soul, in thy eternal
and everlasting glory; through Jesus
Christ our Lord,
Amen,
The Collect.
0 MOST, merciful God, the Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is
the resurrection and the life; in whom
whosoever believeth shall live, though
he die; and whosoever liveth, and belleveth in him, shall not die eternally;
who also hath taught us, by his holy
Apostle Saint Paul, not to be sorry,
as men without hope, for them that
sleep in him; We meekly beseech thee,
0 Father, to raise us from the death
of sin unto the life of righteousness;
that, when we shall depart this life, we
may rest in him, as our hope is this
our brother doth; and that, at the
general Resurrection In the last day,
we may be found acceptable in thy
sight; and receive that blessing, which
thy well-beloved Son shall then pro
nounce to all that love and fear thee,
saying, Come, ye blessed children of
my Father, receive the kingdom pre
pared for you from the beginning of
the world: Grant this, we beseech
thee, 0 merciful Father, through Jesus
Christ our Mediator and Redeemer.
Amen.

THE grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, and the love of God, and
the fellowship of the Holy Ghost, be
with us all evermore*
Amen.
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